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DuBois: Remarks at GRASP Reach for the Stars

Remarks at GRASP Reach for the Stars
These remarks were delivered at Boling Haxall House in Richmond, VA on October 7, 2016.

L

adies and gentlemen: good evening. It’s a pleasure to be with you. While I see a lot of friends
in the room, I want to acknowledge someone who is both a great leader and a great advocate
of education: Senator Walter Stosch.
We share Walter, you know? He is not only a co-founder of GRASP, but he was a big community
college supporter in the state Senate, having helped create the Two-Year College Transfer Grant
Program. And while his retirement from the Senate is Virginia’s loss, it’s our gain. Walter now sits
on the Virginia State Board for Community Colleges. Thank you, Walter, for your steadfast
leadership for higher education.
Walter was kind enough to invite me to speak with you this evening. And I’m delighted to do it. I
want to discuss three things with you:
•
•
•

I want to share with you my story, and why I’ve dedicated my career to community college
education;
I want to talk about the growing role community colleges are playing in the 21st century. I
think there are some things there that will surprise you; and
I want to talk about where Virginia’s Community Colleges are going. We’re honoring our
50th anniversary this year, celebrating the progress and promise of our first half century. As a
big history buff, I love that kind of look-back. But as a community college leader, I’m even
more excited about what’s coming
over our next 50 years.
The DuBois story
Let me begin with a little bit about my
background. More than 35 years ago, I
was walking across the stage at my
high school, picking up my diploma,
wondering how in the world I had
even graduated. If I didn’t graduate
last in my class, I was certainly in sight
of it.

But you know what? I didn’t care. I
just wanted out. I didn’t know, and
really didn’t care, what the future held
for me. I wanted a job. What I really
wanted was money in my pocket. And so, I got my wish – a job washing dishes in the restaurant in
my neighborhood. You know, I had never even considered formal education. No teacher, no coach,
not even a friend of mine had even put the idea of college in my head. We didn’t have any GRASP
coaches.
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Dish-pan-hands, my friends: that was the extent of my aspirations. The good news is after only a
few months, I opened my eyes and raised my goals and thought yeah, I can move up. And I did,
which meant that I was busing tables. I figured if I could get on the floor, I could at least see my
customers. At the time I considered that an aggressive and bold career move.
My mom wasn’t impressed. And I’m grateful she wasn’t. She thought I had more in me than that –
even if I couldn’t see it. So every day, it seemed, as I clipped on my red bow-tie and put on my thick,
cotton, fashion-free, fire engine red busing jacket, Mom would harass me about it.
“Glenn, you need to go to college,” she would say while shoving a community college application
into my hand. “Fill this thing out, now. You can do this.” We’d go back and forth about it. But you
know how mothers are. I eventually caved in.
I was shocked – shocked! – when an acceptance letter came through the mail. In fact, I was
convinced it was a mistake. Maybe someone in the registrar’s office got my name confused with
another. But I decided to go to class. I wasn’t taking any chances, however. I kept the acceptance
letter in my shirt pocket for proof. I was certain that someone would eventually spot me, realize the
college’s mistake and ask me to leave.
My next surprise was that I found the classes to be engaging and interesting. Gradually, I developed
meaningful relationships – especially with my instructors. It changed me. I felt a growing
confidence. Busing tables wasn’t going to be enough. I felt like I was on a launch pad, curious to see
just how far I could go. As I look back on that time, one of the best – if not the best – feature of
earning an education was the opportunity to interact with inspiring teachers. My teachers inspired
me to become a teacher – specifically, a community college teacher.
Today, I have the pleasure of serving at the helm of the vibrant and dynamic community college
system in Virginia – one of the nation’s largest, and certainly the nation’s best. I hope that gives you
a sense of why postsecondary education is so important to me. Community colleges are like Ellis
Island, on-ramps if you will, to a great career and a great life … even for a short-sighted busboy.
No longer high schools with ash trays
The second thing I want to talk about is the growing role that community colleges are playing in the
21st century in Virginia. And I want to ask for help from all of the GRASP coaches who are here
tonight.
See, when I began my career in community college education, we were often seen as high schools
with ash trays. We were the place to go if you couldn’t get into a quote-unquote “real” college. But
that’s an outdated stereotype, and it’s a disservice to people who could benefit from the
opportunities we provide.
That’s not the only outdated stereotype, however, that’s holding people back. The other one is the
“Bachelor’s or bust” myth that depicts a four-year university as the only avenue to success. For
those who are university-bound, community college can be a tremendous resource.
We offer, perhaps, the greatest transfer environment of any state in the nation. We hold guaranteed
transfer agreements with more than three-dozen public and private universities. If a bachelor’s
degree-bound student begins with us and earns an associate degree before transferring to a
university, he or she could save as much as $45,000 on that BA degree. Or let me put that another
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way, you can start your son or daughter at a community college, buy him or her a brand new BMW
4-series convertible cari, and then use a transfer agreement and still come out ahead of the game
financially.
That calculation does not include the Two-Year College Transfer Grant that Walter Stosch
championed in the General Assembly. Obtaining one of those grants could increase the savings by
as much as $5,000. Those savings are real, and they’re tangible to middle class Virginia families,
especially for those with two or more children.
But that’s not all that we offer. Increasingly, our postsecondary industry-recognized certifications are
opening doors in high-demand fields to careers that pay enough to support a family. That includes
traditional careers like welding, truck driving and electricians. It also includes growing, 21st century
fields like cyber security, health care and energy.
These credentials take only weeks and months to earn, not semesters and years. And thanks to a
brand new, first-in-the-nation, pay-for-performance plan approved earlier this year by the General
Assembly, they are more affordable than ever before. Thanks to the Workforce Credentials Grant
program, students will pay, on average, only between $100 and $1,500 for this training.
I’m talking about the fastest-growing credentials in higher education today, and they are stackable –
a flexibility that helps working people earn their way up the ladder one rung at a time. We know that,
nationally, one out of every three people who earn one of these credentials go on to later earn a
traditional college degree.
The business community is supporting this training in a big way, eager to get skilled and trained
people in the doors for jobs they have open now. Elected leaders are supporting this in a big way
because they know that with the unique pay-for-performance model, Virginia is buying results, not
efforts. Community colleges aren’t getting paid unless they produce the credentials. And economic
developers are supporting this in a big way because they know that no other infrastructure
consideration today – not roads, not tax breaks, not incentives – are as important to attracting
businesses as evidence that credentialed, trained talent exists in a market, or there is a nearby
community college ready to create it. This is now the factor determining economic development
deals. And finally, families are supporting this – when they know about it. We need to do more to
educate people about these options. Not enough people know about them.
But we know that there are 1.1 million people in Virginia with some college experience but no
college credential. And we know that many of them are working at Starbucks and Target, trying to
make student loan payments; we know that there are people who are ready and eager for a chance
like these credential programs offer. This, ladies and gentlemen, is what I mean when I say that
bachelor’s degrees are not the only avenue to success.
Our next fifty years
And lastly, I wanted to share with you a sense of where community colleges are going as we move
forward. Again, Virginia’s Community Colleges are celebrating the progress and promise of our first
50 years. We have a lot to be proud of.
In 1966, a newly elected governor convinced Virginians to take a chance. Through a referendum,
they accepted a tax they didn’t want for a promise of something that they had never had: a
comprehensive community college system. We’ve served more than 2.6 million people since.
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Mills Godwin, the governor who created us was right when he later said, “Whatever else our
community colleges may accomplish, they have taught us that we can never again think of a college
education as something that belongs to the privileged or the few.”
Our mission is both urgent and timeless: We were created to do what no one else would, to address
Virginia’s unmet needs in higher education and workforce training. Our world evolves; our
communities change; our colleges move from training punch card operators to preparing
cybersecurity analysts; our mission shines.
So, where do we go from here? What does the next 50 years of community college education look
like? What’s today’s big challenge left unmet? I’ll tell you what it is: We strive to see a college
graduate in every Virginia household.
That’s an audacious-sounding goal. And it’s a necessary one. Labor economists say that 97 percent
of America’s good jobs – fulltime positions with healthcare and retirement benefits – 97 percent of
those good jobs have gone to college graduates since the Great Recession endedii. Across Virginia,
we must fill 1.5 million jobs over the next
decade. As many as two out of three of
those jobs will require a postsecondary
credential, ranging from an industryrecognized certification to an associate
degree, and beyond.
The American Dream is an amazing story.
We have reached a new chapter, however,
where just working hard is no longer
enough. The workplace is too technical;
the marketplace is too global; the odds are
too daunting to seize opportunity without
a college credential.
For our next 50 years, Virginia’s Community Colleges will convince every family that not only is
their child “college material,” but he or she simply must become a college graduate. Think about
what it would mean for a future Virginia governor to lead a trade delegation, anywhere in the world,
and proudly say, “There’s a college graduate living in every Virginia home.” Think about what that
would mean for Virginia’s existing businesses, planning for their future needs. Think about what it
would mean for the sake of equity, for every Virginia child to grow up in families unafraid of the
myths and mystique that, today, can make college feel so far away.
Let’s make the phrase, “First Generation Student” obsolete in Virginia. America has a proud legacy
of innovation and rising to a challenge: From the electric light to the microchip; from curing polio to
organ transplants; from being the first in flight to the first on the moon.
This is our higher education moon shot. President Kennedy challenged us to send a man to the
moon and safely return him to the Earth. America accomplished it in less than eight years. They
were starting from scratch on that one, and they figured it out along the way. We have a running
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start on our challenge. We’ve been producing college graduates for a half-century – hundreds of
thousands of them.
I have faith in Virginia’s Community Colleges. I know that we can do this. But we can’t do it alone.
So, I’m inviting you to join us – organizations like GRASP that care deeply about connecting more
children with higher education opportunities and willing to work to make it happen. Together, let’s
build on our first 50 years and make the next 50 even better. Let’s put a college graduate in every
Virginia home!
Thank you.
2017 BMW 4-Series from $41,650 http://www.motortrend.com/price/40-50k/
Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, America’s Divided Recovery: College Haves and Have-Nots, 2016
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/americas-divided-recovery/#full-report
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